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Men and women swarm on her bathing/ghats. Even young
children are plunged into the sacred waters that Kharma may
not rule in their hearts. The water is as full of matter in
suspension as a plate of broth; but physical cleanliness is a
poor substitute for spiritual absolution. Wanly the old men
descend the steps; at the edge they are helped by the members
of their family and slowly and painfully they sink on their
knees until the holy fluid covers their shoulders. For a moment
their thin, wizened faces seem to float on the water; a gleam
of wild rapture enters their eyes, and then, straightening them>
selves, they turn cautiously and hobble out. Their dhoties
sag in muddy saturation, thin, old legs drip and long, lean
arms glisten in the westering light. A young man whose
torso runnels takes the old man by the arm until he has hobbled
up the steps and, by a deft manipulation of cloth and dhoti,
is both cleansed and dry.
Women with dark hair serpentining their necks and their
bodies outlined in wet clothing, boys sporting as nature made
them, girls shy and screaming, men of middle age careful that
as much of the wondrous nver should cover them as possible,
and greyhaired creatures whose root'like necks declare many
years of hard motherhood are all there. All are being cleansed
and sublimated. Flashes of colour rest on the ghat steps where
the bathers* clothing lies. The water npples on the slimy
bank and laves the much worn steps; tiny cries, movement,
splashes, bobbing bodies, wet hands running over wet arms.
Gravity and earnestness everywhere. The river goddess
glorying in her own appeasement; man being purified more
effectively than science could ever do; ignorance and wisdom
in a holy synthesis.
Agra
Agra without her Taj Mahal would be like a guinea with'
out its gold. There is a good enough bazaar there, oceans of
sand and a desert4ike stillness in the evening. The houses of
the poor are incapable of standing up to the first suggestion